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Serpent in the Garden? 
(Indigenous Self-Determination; former British Empire; etc.) 
by Peter Jull 
 
Between aviation chaos post-September 11 and the scrapping of CHOGM on 
September 28 a conference ‘re-thinking indigenous self-determination’ took place in 
the first flush of summer at a comfortable quiet college on the lush green Queensland 
university campus.  Apart from helicopters passing overhead often enough to be 
annoying, presumably practising security for expected heads of government, all 
seemed promising. 
 
And yet there was a sort of peevishness in the conference air.  While some 
complained that it was not sufficiently international – partly a result of late 
cancellations by expected indigenous and non-indigenous participants – perhaps more 
of us were sinking into the reassurance of our own experience and contexts.  There 
was a noticeable turning to the local and small-scale, away from larger ideas.  This 
was probably less of a reaction to ‘globalisation’ than despair with national 
governance here and abroad, and with the sad parody of internationalism which such 
national governance breeds. 
 
It is cruel that Donald Horne’s scathing Looking for Leadership should arrive in shops 
with its opening caricature of Howard as martial leader reviewing troops just at the 
instant Howard’s die is cast for martial leadership.  ‘Cruel, but fair’, as Monty Python 
would say.  Yet Howard who has opposed any international idea or idealism larger 
than test match cricket would now have us believe he has discovered some higher 
cause and calling in the company of that learned philosopher George ‘Dubya’ Bush. 
 
The shrewder critics, including newspaper cartoonists, have found this divine voice to 
be pre-election opinion polling and a call for certain postures.  Let us recall that 
Howard’s martial phase began with sending special forces to deal with pregnant ladies 
fainting in Tropical heat on the deck of a cargo ship at sea, and misuse of things 
military to deny political rights and political scrutiny. 
 
Therefore it is the more depressing if intelligent people, especially younger people, 
withdraw from international or larger currents.  Of course, many are simply stunned 
for the moment by the remarkable play of recent events.  Even for those of us born 
into the Dark Ages of world war the great clarity and full reportage of recent events, 
and the attempt to create an old-fashioned omnipotent demon, seem surreal.  We 
wonder what comes next. 
 
At our little conference between the Lamingtons and the python languidly reclining 
high above the women’s toilets, conference papers photocopied and exchanged, 
voices failing from too much talk, and predictable misunderstandings, there seemed 
little optimism.  The python was exciting, at least.  (Canada has been awash from 
Baffin Bay to Vancouver Island with bears – polar bears, grizzly bears, and black 
bears – upsetting and interfering with the human order in recent months, and wolves 
are upsetting the Nordic countries, so maybe Nature knows something which we don’t 
about the times.) 
 
Political theorist Geoff Stokes, now Melbourne-based, will wring the best and most 
out of the conference papers as usual in his follow-up publications, so one has no fear 
about that.  I wonder about the wider question of where we practitioners think we are 
going.  Some speakers discerned wide and irreconcilable differences among even the 
closely related indigenous policy and political experience of Australia, New Zealand, 
and Canada, and few were sanguine about ‘third world’ indigenous prospects. 
 
Of course, indigenous participants had no luxury of detachment.  The first morning a 
spirited and inspiring account of the Brisbane region’s modern indigenous political 
history was given by Sam Watson.  Jackie Huggins spoke of the realities of 
Reconciliation politics and prospects.  Non-indigenous Canadian political scientist 
Peter H. Russell critiqued Canada’s current policy dilemmas, while Larissa Behrendt 
gave a powerful paper on self-determination developments in Australia.  All agreed – 
as did most other conference participants – that the political initiative must lie with 
indigenous people.  Indeed, Larissa saw the unhelpful times as a moment for 
reconsideration and consolidation of future political energies and direction. 
 
Certainly in Canada we had so many unpropitious times in the pursuit of indigenous 
rights and governance in Inuit and other Northern areas – times when officialdom and 
our own faint-hearted or fashion-conscious friends would turn against us, and we 
without any certainty of success ahead – that long cycles now seem to me one of the 
comforts of age.  It is not possible to recognise trends without some length of 
experience, or to keep fighting without some patience, both usually denied to youth. 
 
With shallowness, short-termism and – let’s be honest – sheer stupidity surging to the 
foreground in public life, complete with daily press commentators finding ever-new 
baubles of wonder in a political leader’s merest bob or weave, we have time to think.  
The most subversive thing any of us can do may be to read a good book.  Or go to a 
conference with some ideas and debate on offer.  Many of the divides in my Brisbane 
conference were sharp and deep, so there is plenty to do. 
 
The unease and closing down of some minds was real, too.  Were we sensing the 
beginning or end of something?  Or just the flatness of emotion amid uncertainty in a 
time of Phony War? 
 
*** 
 
 
